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Abstract
More students than ever have been provided access to higher
education; however, the increase in enrollment is outpacing the data on
successful completion rates. Student engagement has been identified as
fundamental for college student success and retention.
The purpose of this study was to provide a description of the student
engagement of non-traditional first-generation Black students attending 4year public institutions in the United States. Using the Student-Faculty
Interaction (SFI) National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) scales of
student engagement, this study examined the relationship between SFI and
selected personal characteristics of traditional and non-traditional, firstgeneration first-year and senior-year Black students, across various
university sizes. The dataset for this study consisted of the 2017 NSSE
respondent data for 4,495 Black First-Generation College Students (FGCS)
between 16 and 72 years of age. This was a quantitative secondary analysis
study, with analyses including descriptive statistics, t tests, analysis of
variance, and multiple regression.
Overall, the results indicated the existence of lower SFI ratings for
Black first-generation older and non-traditionally aged students. Nontraditional student status was determined based on age and class year (i.e.,
vi

a first-year student 21 years or older, or a senior student 25 years and
older). The results of each of the statistical tests suggest the traditionally
aged students, and younger non-traditionally aged students were more likely
to report the highest levels of SFI despite their class year. There was no
statistically significant difference in SFI based on gender and there was no
evidence to support the existence of an age*gender interaction for first-year
or senior-year students. However, findings do suggest increased SFI for
non-traditionally aged students attending universities with a medium
institutional enrollment size, and non-traditional students who assist faculty
with research.
The results of this study may inspire higher education institutions and
faculty to prioritize enhancing the quality and frequency of SFI for Black
FGCS who are non-traditionally aged. Faculty could be intentional and
strategic about interacting with their older students outside of the required
classroom activities. In addition, institutions and administrators could
consider identifying ways to provide faculty with incentives for engaging in
research with undergraduate students.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
According to the United States Department of Education (2015b),
there has been an increase in occupations requiring education and training
beyond a high school diploma, which affirms the importance of a
postsecondary degree. The competitiveness of America’s global economy
has made higher education essential for economic opportunity. Baum and
Ma (2007) explained there are personal, national, and global financial
benefits to students completing a bachelor’s degree in comparison to those
completing an associate’s degree or no degree at all. These researchers
estimate associate’s degree holders earn about $650,000 less over their
working life than bachelor’s degree holders.
The nation, as a whole, benefits when citizens graduate from college
with reference to an increased school readiness of children, lower rates of
unemployment, higher rates of volunteerism, and lower demands of the
public assistance budget (Baum & Ma, 2007). Today, more students than
ever have been provided access to higher education. The National Center
for Education Statistics (NCES, 2019) projected by 2028, there would be
17.2 million students enrolled. The increase in access and enrollment to
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post-secondary education is out pacing the data on successful completion
rates (Kimbark et al., 2016).
Tinto (2012) upholds the belief that, to remain a global competitor, the
United States needs to do better at retaining students in college to
graduation. For the past several decades, retaining and graduating college
students has been a focus of attention, leading to an abundance of research
investigating why students leave institutions and what are ways to curb the
trend (Astin, 1999; Bai & Pan, 2009; Bers & Smith, 1991). According to
Carini et al. (2006), Astin’s student involvement research suggests students
change and develop as a result of being curricularly involved.
This involvement, which is correlated with academic performance,
informs student engagement research which, in turn, recognizes a student’s
engagement level as a vital predictor of student learning. Student
engagement, which is defined as the constructs of time and energy students
allocate to educationally purposeful activities (Kuh, 2001), has been
investigated greatly since 2000, and has been identified as fundamental for
college student success and retention (Caruth, 2018).
Statement of the Problem
Miller (2013) explained it was perhaps more important for institutions
to “understand the common characteristics of community college transfer
students, many of whom are first-generation, non-traditional-aged, and
part-time students” (p. 47), than it was to offer transfer-specific services.
2

Non-traditional and first-generation learners face challenges balancing life
commitments and academic study (Sessums, 2017). The U.S. Department
of Education (2015a) demonstrated the rise in non-traditional characteristics
of undergraduate students using 2011-2012 data. Since 1996, 70% of
undergraduate students possessed at least one non-traditional characteristic
(2015a) such as being independent for financial aid, having one or more
dependents, being a single caregiver, attending school part-time, or being
employed full-time (Brock, 2010). This indicates a growing population of
students for which the ability to balance is an essential precursor for
involvement in co-curricular activities and successful academic performance.
An abundance of literature demonstrates a persistence gap between
students of color (Astin, 1993; Freeman, 1997) with persistence rates being
the lowest for Hispanic and Black students (Nietzel, 2019). Data reveal the
percentage of U.S. First-Generation College Students (FGCS), who leave
after their first-year ranges from 30-50% (O’Keef, 2013), often due to not
feeling welcomed or fitting in with the campus culture. FGCS often include a
wide spectrum of students with varying demographic backgrounds, that can
be further complicated by their social roles. Social roles are the societal
conventions to which adults are often expected to conform, or as James et
al. (2006) put it, hats people wear while progressing through life. These
hats include those of parent, worker, grandparent, spouse, or learner. FGCS
are an expansive group of students, which include “Latinos, women, poor
3

whites, returning veterans, grandparents, and transgender women and men”
(Collins & Bilge, 2020, p. 3). Though FGCS are typically less prepared for
college than their Continuing Generation College Student (CGCS)
counterparts, their desire to succeed is similar, and researchers have sought
to understand how to help these students in a manner that benefits them
during college and beyond (Garriott et al., 2015). Presently, there is an
opportunity for researchers to study undergraduate students who are triple
characterized as first-generation, non-traditional, and students of color.
Veterans studies researcher Jenner (2017) discusses the need for
researchers and policy makers to address the concerns related to student
veteran’s success in higher education in the article Student Veterans and the
Transition to Higher Education: Integrating Existing Literatures. Jenner
asserts there needs to be more focus on the transition experience of student
veterans who are often members of my inquiry’s population of interest.
Contemporary veterans are often members of first-generation, nontraditional, low-income, and student-of-color demographic groups, who have
historically been underserved by institutions of higher education (Jenner,
2017). While FGCS status can be defined numerous ways, to include
students who are low-income, in the U.S. it is commonly understood that
FGCS are students whose parents did not attend or complete their
postsecondary education (Demetriou et al., 2017).
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The challenge to identify research on this subset of the student
population implies there is a lack of research about the student engagement
of non-traditional, FGCS of color. The research available typically focuses on
two of the three variables I wish to explore: (a) first-generation nontraditional students (Karl-Lam, 2006), (b) first-generation students of color
(Community College Research Center, n.d.), or (c) non-traditional students
of color (Goings, 2016). Jenner’s research (2017) is one of the few inquiries
focusing on the three intersecting variables of interest in this study. Lord et
al. (2009) detailed how literature that fails to disaggregate by race/ethnicity
could produce erroneous and overgeneralized results, which could render
some individual’s invisible. With this as a consideration, and to close the
gaps in the literature, the scope of this inquiry focused on non-traditionally
aged FGCS, who identified as Black on the 2017 self-reported National
Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE).
The NSSE is a survey that assesses the degree to which college
students engage in educational practices affiliated with high levels of
learning and development (NSSE, 2019a). This questionnaire annually
collects information from students at participating institutions and, in turn,
colleges and universities use the data to improve practices related to desired
outcomes of college (NSSE, 2019a).
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Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to provide a description of the student
engagement of non-traditional first-generation Black students attending 4year public institutions in the United States. Using the Student-Faculty
Interaction (SFI) NSSE scales of student engagement, this study examined
the relationship between SFI and selected personal characteristics of
traditional and non-traditional, first-generation, first- and senior-year, Black
students, across various university sizes. Johnson (2015) listed SFI as one
of the engagement indicators more affected by instructors’ actions and
expectations than the enriching educational experiences and supportive
campus environment indicators. This indicates the influence faculty actions
can have on student’s college experiences.
Generally, the intent of this study was to assist college faculty and
university administrators in understanding engagement levels for nontraditional, first-generation, Black college students across institutional sizes,
as they have not been typically included in the data.
Research Questions
This research study addressed the following questions:
1. How do student levels of Student-Faculty Interaction (SFI) differ by
the selected personal characteristics of gender and age-group (e.g.,
non-traditional group and traditional group) for first-generation
Black college students attending U.S. 4-year public institutions?
6

2. What is the relationship between age categories and the perceived
SFI of non-traditional, first-generation Black college students
attending U.S. 4-year public institutions?
3. What is the relationship between institutional enrollment size and
the perceived SFI of non-traditional, first-generation Black college
students attending U.S. 4-year public institutions?
4. How do student gender and age interact to influence SFI for nontraditional first-generation Black college students?
Theoretical Framework
This study examines Kuh’s (2001) construct of student engagement
(time and energy students allocate to educational activities) in a population
of college students that is further understood by the guiding framework of
intersectionality. In this study, intersectionality was used to examine how
personal demographics (i.e., age, gender) and institution size effect levels of
Student Faculty Interaction Engagement for Black FGCS. Shin et al. (2017)
describe the intersectionality framework as a powerful analytical tool for
making sense of how individuals and groups experience systems of privilege
and oppression. The work of scholars and activists who use intersectionality
as an analytic tool typically fall within two themes (Collins & Bilge, 2020).
The first theme consists of using the experiences of disenfranchised groups
to broaden understanding of human life and behavior. The second theme
involves using it as a tool that links theory to practice, which can aid in the
7

empowerment of individuals and communities.
The emergence of the term intersectionality into the field of academia
is typically credited to Crenshaw and her 1991 Stanford Law Review article,
which among many things, provided a well-argued analysis of issues
including interlocking oppressions. Intersectionality presents a framework
that helps demonstrate how multiple social realities can be structured by
dominant norms, which create overlapping moments and experiences of
disadvantage (Nguyen & Nguyen, 2018).
Non-traditionally aged, Black, FGCS hold multiple intersecting
identities “that interact with institutional agents that affect college success”
(Jehangir et al., 2015, abstract). Akin and Neumann (2013) explain
students may become members of a marginalized group for numerous
reasons, which include socio-economic status, cultural differences, and/or
knowledge gaps. Black student’s complete college at lower rates than White
students (Flores et al., 2017), a lower percentage of first-generation college
students obtain a bachelors or master’s degree than continuing generation
college students (Redford & Hoyer, 2017), and non-traditional college
students have significantly lower graduation rates than their traditional
counterparts (Markle, 2015). Based on what is known about the persistence
gaps for these individual populations of students, having these three
marginalized identities in combination could present further challenges to
degree attainment. However, individuals at the intersection of race,
8

generational status, and age may have unique interactions, which shape
their experiences of student engagement, and perseverance.
Intersectionality research chronicles the critical insight that race,
gender, age, and other social identities are not mutually exclusive.
According to Collins (2015), an individual’s multiple identities operate as
corresponding phenomena that can shape complex social inequalities. The
concept of intersectionality helps situate the experiences of participants in
this study who all identify as Black and first-generation, but may also be in
either the traditional or non-traditional age group. Crenshaw (2016) argues
that students who possess multiple marginalized positions may be more
vulnerable to oppression due to exclusion. Insight on the SFI trends of
students with multiple marginalized demographic backgrounds, and an
examination of whether gender and age influence the rate at which some
students interact with their instructors can help universities assess if they
are contributing to the structural inequalities Crenshaw references.
Significance of the Study
This study contributes valuable knowledge to institutions and college
administrators in understanding the trends of a subset of students who face
triple intersecting challenges. First generation non-traditionally aged
students have unique challenges related to retention, which may be further
complicated by racial differences. Understanding the relationship between
educational practices promoting student engagement and the personal
9

characteristics of first-generation college students, who are non-traditionally
aged students of color, can contribute useful information to institutions as
they work to improve the quality of academic experience for these students.
Investigations of predictors of student engagement help institutions
understand factors, which can affect student adjustment and increase
engagement (Benraghda et al., 2018). The Council for the Advancement of
Standards in Higher Education (CAS) (2015) has a mission to promote the
use of professional standards for the creation, assessment, and
improvement of quality learning programs and services. This research can
assist university administrators in assessing institutional effectiveness and
provide guidance for future programs and policies. This research can also
assist university administrators in assessing institutional effectiveness and
provide guidance for future programs and policies.
Limitations
There were several limitations of this study. First, this was a
secondary analysis that reflects the perspectives and questions asked by the
original investigators. The data are bound by time and history, which
according to Rew et al. (2000) can pose a threat to internal validity.
Secondly, the study used pre-existing data from the NSSE instrument, which
is comprised of self-reported data. It is possible respondents chose to select
answers they deemed socially acceptable, and/or answered without putting
adequate thought into their responses.
10

Delimitations
Delimitations are “restrictions/bounds that the researcher imposes
prior to the inception of the study to narrow the score of the study”
(Makimu, 2017, p. 35). This study’s deliminations are as follows:
•

The national sample in this survey comes from public institutions that
participated in the 2017-2018 NSSE survey and, therefore, results
may not be generalizable to the entire population of undergraduate
first-generation students.

•

The population frame for this study was limited to Black students who
were enrolled in their institution at the time the NSSE survey was
distributed.

•

This study analyzed the responses of First-Generation College
Students (FGCS), a status given to students whose parents or primary
caregivers, did not obtain their bachelors degree.

•

Since the NSSE respondents are surveyed in their first-year and
fourth-year at their institution, the dataset is not representative of the
Black FGCS who did not persist until their fourth year in college.

Definition of Terms
used.

For the purposes of this study, the following definitions of terms are

Age Group—The age of Black first-generation college students as expressed
by two specific groups of non-traditional and traditional students.
11

Non-traditional Student— An undergraduate first-year student 21 or
older, or a senior student 25 and older (NSSE, 2020).
Traditional student—A first-year student younger than 21, or a senioryear student younger than 25 (NSSE, 2020).
Black—This study will use the term Black to describe the race or ethnicity of
those who self-identify with African American/Black, as indicated by their
response on the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE). This study
excluded students who selected more than one race.
Continuing-Generation Student—An undergraduate student whose parents
and/or grandparents successfully completed a college degree. An umbrella
term that comprises second generation colleges students and beyond.
Gender—In this study, gender is synonymous with biological sex (i.e., Male
or Female).
Engagement Indicator—Scales used to represent the multidimensional
nature of student engagement. Engagement Indicators are based on 42 key
questions from the NSSE Survey that capture vital aspects of the student
experience (NSSE, 2019b).
First-Generation Student—An undergraduate student whose parents did not
complete a baccalaureate degree; or who regularly resided with/received
support from only one parent who did not complete a baccalaureate degree
(Florida Senate, 2009).
First-Year Student—A student who is classified as freshman in college by
attendance in the first academic year and defined by the number of credits
taken.
Large Size Institutions—Institutions with undergraduate enrollment sizes
between 5,000 and 9,999 students as categorized by NSSE (n.d.-b).
Medium Size Institutions—Institutions with undergraduate enrollment sizes
between 2,500 and 4,999 students as categorized by NSSE (n.d.-b).
National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE)—The primary research
instrument for this study. It is “a quantitative research instrument that
measures student and institutional behaviours” (Zepke, 2018, p. 434). The
NSSE instrument relies on self-reported student data about how they spend
their time on educationally purposeful activities. See Appendix A for a copy
of the 2017 NSSE Survey Instrument.
12

Non-traditional Age Categories—The categories of the non-traditional agegroup: are 21-23, 24-29, 30-39, 40-55, and 56+ years of age for first-year
students and 24-29, 30-39, 40-55, and 56+ years of age for students in
their senior-year, as organized by NSSE’s report builder apparatus (NSSE,
n.d.-c).
Senior-year Student—A student who was enrolled in school and was
considered likely to graduate the upcoming semester with 90 or more
credits.
Small Size Institutions—Institutions with undergraduate enrollment sizes
fewer than 2,500 students as categorized by NSSE (n.d.-b).
Student Engagement—The measure of how much time and effort students
put forth in educational and purposeful activities (Kuh, 2013). Also known
as Student Involvement.
Student-Faculty Interaction (SFI)—A cluster of survey questions designed to
measure how often, when, and where students interact with faculty at their
institution.
Student Success—Persistence, retention, achievement, and degree or
certificate attainment
Very Large Size Institutions—Institutions with undergraduate enrollment
sizes of 10,000 or more students as categorized by NSSE (n.d.-b).
Very Small Size Institutions—Institutions with undergraduate enrollment
sizes fewer than 1,000 students as categorized by NSSE (n.d.-b).
Organization of the Study
This study is organized into five chapters. Chapter 1 includes a
statement of the problem, the purpose of the study, the research questions,
theoretical framework, significance of the study, limitations, delimitations,
definition of terms, and the organization of the study. Chapter 2 includes
the review of the literature including student engagement, intersections and
identities, institutional enrollment size, and a chapter summary. Chapter 3,
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methods, presents the research design of the study, population and
sampling frame, instrumentation, the data collection procedures, and data
analysis. Chapter 4, results, presents the characteristics of the sample,
research questions and results, and a summary. Chapter 5 includes a
summary of the study, conclusions, implications and recommendations for
further research.

14

Chapter 2
Review of Literature
The purpose of this study was to provide a description of the student
engagement of non-traditional first-generation Black students attending 4year public institutions in the United States. Using the Student-Faculty
Interaction (SFI) NSSE scales of student engagement, this study examined
the relationship between SFI and selected personal characteristics of
traditional and non-traditional, first-generation first and senior-year, Black
students, across various university sizes. The parts of this chapter include a
review of the scholarly literature on student engagement, intersections and
identities, institutional enrollment size, and a chapter summary.
Student Engagement
In the U.S. higher education system, the term student engagement
has become a well-known indicator of student and institutional success
(Groccia, 2018). The concept of student engagement has continued to
evolve over the last 70 plus years (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005) and can be
traced back to the work of American Psychologist Tyler in the 1930s (Kuh,
2009). According to Chickering and Gamson (1987), research by Tyler
demonstrated the positive effect time-on-task had on learning, which
became one of the seven principles of good practice in undergraduate
15

teaching. Tyler (1949) also published Basic Principles of Curriculum and
Instruction in which he explained learning was more about the actions of the
student, than what the teacher does.
Sanford (1967), a University of California Berkeley psychology
professor, explained the existence of a need for college students to have
challenging and life-changing experiences, which can help them develop into
quality citizens. He also professed the importance of higher education
institutions creating an environment that supported and challenged students.
Sanford’s work promoted central student engagement components and
presented a call to action for universities to create opportunities for students
to be involved and engaged.
In the article The National Survey of Student Engagement: Conceptual
and Empirical Foundations, Kuh (2009) detailed the contribution various
researchers (e.g., Tyler, Pace, Astin, Tinto, etc.) made to the development
of the student engagement construct. As Kuh reported (2009), Pace’s 1970s
research of student actions led to his creation of the term quality of effort,
which became the primary focus of the College Student Experiences
Questionnaire (CSEQ) Pace later developed. This questionnaire assessed
student gain related to time invested in purposeful tasks, such as peer and
teacher interaction and studying (Groccia, 2018).
Over the last few decades, multiple theories were proposed related to
academic achievement in higher education and factors which affect it
16

(Ceyhun, 2019). According to Kuh (2009), Astin’s 1984 research
successfully popularized Pace’s quality of effort construct due to (a) the
development of the theory of student involvement, and (b) Astin’s
contributions to the National Institute of Education’s Involvement in Learning
report. Astin’s theory focused on the motivation and behavior of the
student, recognizing students have multiple competitors for their time and
attention, and institutions should create experiences that enhance student
involvement during the time college students devote to their academic
experiences (Kuh, 2009). Since Pace and Astin, numerous scholars (e.g.,
Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Tinto, 1993) have researched how various
dimensions of student effort and time on task, influence desirable college
outcomes (Kuh, 2009).
Tinto’s 1997 research supported the belief that the more students
invested in learning activities (or engagement), the higher their level of
effort and learning would become. Tinto found, while the classroom seemed
like the most natural place to foster student engagement, the majority of
college students were finding the college classroom to be a place of low to
no engagement and interaction. Tinto (1997) noted this lack of engagement
by explaining:
Most college classrooms are less than involving. At the same time,
students continue to take courses as detached, individual units, one
course separated from another in both content and peer group, one
set of understandings unrelated in any intentional fashion, to what is
learned in another setting. (pp. 601-602)
17

According to Kuh (2009), the term engagement is typically used to
represent constructs such as student involvement in productive learning
activities. Kuh emphasizing good educational practice helps students,
faculty, and staff focus on the activities that yield higher desired outcomes
(Kuh, 2002). Universities interested in using good educational practice are
encouraged to follow the seven crucial standards laid out by Chickering and
Gamson (1999). One of these standards encourages student-faculty
contact, an engagement indicator assessed using the National Survey of
Student Engagement (NSSE).
National Survey of Student Engagement
According to Kuh (2009), student engagement has now become a
cemented higher education reference thanks to the widespread use of the
NSSE and its counterpart the Community College Survey of Student
Engagement (CCSSE). The design of these surveys helped establish the
ability to measure student engagements across large numbers in a way that
makes data available for immediate use by faculty and staff interested in
improving the undergraduate experience (Kuh, 2009). Annually the NSSE
collects information from first-year and senior-year students (students
nearing graduation), about the quality of the programs and activities they
are engaged in at their institution of higher education (Dumford & Miller,
2018). In addition to asking how often they engage in various effective
educational practices, NSSE asks students about their perceptions of their
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institution’s environment and their own personal learning gains (Harris et al.,
2018).
Pike (2013) contended the use of NSSE is among the most popular
surveys of enrolled undergraduate students, helping institutions document
and improve the effectiveness of their educational practice. The rationale for
assessing undergraduate student engagement is based on premises, which
include the idea that learning and success in college are connected to the
amount of time and effort students devote to purposeful academic and social
activities are positively linked to student persistence (Astin, 1993; Pike,
2013).
Student Faculty Interaction
Student-Faculty Interaction (SFI) is a measure of the NSSE and a
focus of student-engagement research, which spans decades. In this study,
SFI refers to the direct formal or informal contact between students and
faculty members, which may occur inside or outside of the classrooms and
involve academic and non-academic activities (Wang et al., 2015).
Examples of contact with faculty identified in the seminal research of
Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) included a range of interactions such as:
informally conversing with a faculty member outside of the classroom,
working with a professor on their research, having a faculty member make
suggestions about a prospective career, being a guest at a professor’s home,
or having a faculty mentor. These aforementioned interactions are
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associated with college attendance and commitment to an institution
(Terenzini, 1991). As explained by Komives et al. (2011), “the degree to
which students interact with and are mentored by faculty is positively related
to their overall leadership capacity” (p. 73).
Sanford’s 1967 work describes the educational growth and changes
that can happen under the right circumstances, which frequently include
student encounters with admired faculty. Over the years, research has
found increased SFI, coupled with effective teaching practices, and
participation in research with faculty have positive impacts on senior
students’ sense of belonging (Miller et al., 2017). Faculty members’
perceived teaching clarity and effectiveness was also found to mediate
course withdrawal and attrition (Hoffman & Oreopoulos, 2009). Students
who participate in projects overseen by faculty, such as research or
independent studies, typically make intellectual gains and have their scholar
self-concept enhanced (Cokley & Chapman, 2008; Mayhew et al., 2016).
Despite the positive connection to research engagement, studies have
shown Black students are less likely to report working with faculty on
research (Buckley et al., 2008; Einarson & Clarkberg, 2010).
Understanding how students experience their intersectionality within
the university context as they pursue their undergraduate degrees could
help institutions brainstorm ways to support students who disproportionally
attain bachelors degrees. Research has found that students who experience
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strong SFI are more likely to have confidence in their academic abilities,
earn higher Grade Point Averages (GPAs), and have help mitigating negative
campus environments (Cress, 2008). If certain populations of students are
not receiving interactions with faculty, which have been found to influence a
number of college outcomes (Trolian & Parker, 2017), this could suggest
some students are being excluded from SFI. According to Garvey et al.
(2015), this is a valuable engagement indicator to examine for students
from historically marginalized populations (Garvey et al., 2015).
Intersections and Identities
Social identity is defined by Tajfel (1981) as a person’s sense of
belonging to a social group and the meaning attached to that group’s
membership. Identity, a core social justice concept, is explained by
Goldback (2019) as involving distinguishing characteristics and the condition
of being the same with something described or asserted. Intersectionality,
explained by Brown (2020), is the interconnected nature of social categories
and classifications, which can create reciprocal systems and frames of
reference influencing how a person views, understands, and relates to the
world. This is a concept which helps individuals understand their multiple
identities. When an identity connects an individual to a group is deemed
subordinate, a person can find themselves experiencing societal prejudice
and discrimination (Azmitia et al., 2008). Individuals who are connected to
multiple subordinate-group identities are described as having intersecting
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identities. The identities of college students shape how students engage
with and experience college environments (Garvey et al., 2018), and it is
important to consider how their intersectional identities impact their
individual experience (Purdie-Vaughns & Eiback, 2008). The participants in
this study hold a variety of identities considered to be subordinate or
marginal in terms of college student persistence rates in comparison to their
dominant counterparts. The identity categories of interest are discussed
below.
Generation Status
Research by Engle and Tinto (2008) indicates First-Generation College
Students (FGCS) are academically and socially disadvantaged compared to
their peers who are Continuing-Generation College Students (CGCS).
Students who are the first in their family to go to college are four times
more likely to drop out (Engle & Tinto, 2008). FGCS also persist and retain
at lower rates than CGCS, are less academically prepared, and have less
support to attend college (Mehta et al., 2011). Hagenauer and Volet (2014)
describe student-teacher relationships as essential to retaining FGCS, a
belief supported by Juarez’s (2017) dissertation research findings. In the
Juarez study, FGCS participants experienced an increased sense of academic
competence and belonging after working with faculty on research. Juarez
believed sense of belonging encouraged FGCS to persist in their academic
undertakings.
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Race
According to Boatman and Long (2016), at 4-year institutions, there
are existing college persistence differences, which exist by race. Graduation
rates are typically highest for Asian (68%) and White (60%) students with
Black (38%) and Hispanic (48%) students graduating at significantly lower
rates (Knapp et al., 2012).
Gender
Throughout the history of American Higher Education, there have
been consistent gender gaps in post-secondary education enrollment. As
described in Conger and Long (2010), 1978 was the last year males held an
advantage in college enrollment, and since then researchers have begun to
investigate the female advantages in college enrollment. Male’s college
enrollment reduced to 43% in 2005 from 71% in 1947 (Conger & Long,
2010). Peter and Horn’s (2005) research on the enrollment gap argue
female students’ higher high school grade point averages as reason for
current gender disparity; however, questions related to the gender gap in
persistence and graduation rates are still unresolved.
Race-based gender disparities also exist within mainstream American
Higher Education institutions. Since the 1972 initiation of affirmative action
at U.S. colleges and universities, Black men and women have been
consistently underrepresented in U.S. institutions of higher education
(Washington & Newman, 1991). Washington and Newman’s investigation of
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Black participation revealed persistent gender disparities with Black females
having higher college enrollment, matriculation, and graduation rates than
Black males.
Taking a quantitative approach and examining postsecondary data
from institutions in Texas and Florida, Congers and Long (2010) found males
earned fewer credits than females in their first semester, earned lower
grades than females, and were disadvantaged by choosing majors
associated with lower GPAs, credits, and persistence (i.e., Engineering,
computer science, and Business). While the gender persistence gaps are
still unexplained, Congers and Long believe their results imply female
students are more likely to apply for and receive tuition assistance and other
postsecondary supports that lower the cost of school and may increase the
probability of graduation. Additional research is needed to better
understand the case of the gender gap according to Swanson et al. (2017),
who anticipate a growth in data indicating the male and female college
graduation gap.
Class Year
According to LaRocca (2015), freshman students at U.S. institutions
have the highest attrition rates. Though research suggests first to second
year retention increases a student’s persistence to graduation (Kuh et al.,
2008), American College Testing (2014) asserts 28% of first-year students
attending public 4-year institutions are not retaining to the second year of
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college. Freshman student retention is a challenge for all institutions;
however, according to Kuh (2008), retention is the key to success. Firstyear experience courses, and the encouragement of faculty interactions and
mentoring have been cited as strategies that help build meaningful
connections for students and increase the likelihood of return and degree
completion (LaRocca, 2015).
Age
The National Student Clearinghouse Research Center (2019) found
persistence and retention rate differences for students based on age at
college entry. In their study of a 2017 college cohort, the center found high
persistence rates for students 20 years and younger (76.9%) compared to
the persistence rates of students age 25 years and above (53.3%). College
student age is typically broken into two groups referred to as traditional and
non-traditional.
Traditional Students. Traditional undergraduate student is a label
given to students who are within the traditional ages of 18 and 23 years and
who attend classes full-time. They are college students who have enrolled in
a college or university immediately after graduating from high school, are
dependents of their parents, receive financial support from a parent or
guardian, and do not work or only work part time (Choy, 2002). Traditional
students typically live in residence halls their first or second year in college,
are more likely to be a part of a fraternity or sorority, participate in an
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honors program, or play sports or attend on a sports scholarship
(Bonnetaud, 2012).
Non-traditional Students. Non-traditional students are defined by
NSSE in relation to their age and class status; an undergraduate first-year
student 21 or older, or a senior-year student 25 and older. In the research
by Courtner (2014), these students are sometimes also referred to as
independent students, post-traditional students, or adult learners. Due to
the increased diversity of the undergraduate student population, the
definition of non-traditional has evolved beyond the age construct (Choy,
2002) and additional variables and factors are needed to describe students
in this category. Other factors associated with non-traditional students
include living off campus, commuting to campus, working 35 hours or more
per week while enrolled, and being financially independent by financial aid
standards. Rabourn et al. (2018) asserted non-traditional learners were
more likely to be racially diverse first-generation students who are in need of
flexible programs.
According to Fairchild (2003), these students may have obtained a
General Educational Development (GED) certificate and taken time off
between high school and college. They are often single parents or
caregivers of other aging family members, and they primarily attend campus
for required events or classes rather than the social activities which attract
traditional students. For the purpose of this study, non-traditional students
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are defined as 24 years of age or older, which is the range utilized by the
National Center for Education Statistics (Choy, 2002).
In the United States, the non-traditional student population is rapidly
growing and is projected non-traditional students are on their way to
becoming the new majority (Hittepole, 2019). While research by The Center
for Law and Social Policy (CLASP, 2015) estimated 40% of the current
undergraduate American college and university population are nontraditional students, the NASPA Research and Policy Institute Vice President
2014 Student Affairs Census revealed only 58% of participating institutions
have non-traditional services (Hittepole, 2019). As reported by Markel
(2015), few studies have specifically examined persistence despite there
being a large body of scholarship regarding the experiences of nontraditional students. Non-traditional students, which Markel defined by the
criteria of being 25 years and older, make up a population of college
students with dramatically lower graduation rates than traditional students.
The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) 2011 enrollment and
graduation rates publication data indicate non-traditional students are
significantly less likely to complete their degree within six years of beginning
their postsecondary degree. This particular study, which was conducted on
a 2003-2004 cohort, found only 16% of students age 30 years and above
graduated within the 6-year time period (NCES, 2011).
Many non-traditional students experience obstacles that hamper their
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success. Research by Hittepole (2019) explain four broad success hindering
obstacles: (a) interrole conflict, which is often present due to challenges
balancing the responsibilities of being a student and those of being a parent,
employee, or caregiver among other things; (b) social isolation, resulting
from age differences which make it difficult to connect with traditional
students; (c) lack of academic flexibility, leaving students with a limited
availability of courses and course times; and (d) lack of confidence in their
ability, which adds an additional hindrance to persistence.
Influences on SFI
There is a familiar proverb, birds of a feather flock together, which
illustrates the underlying premise of the similarity-attraction tendency. The
tendency for individuals to prefer being around people of similar interests
has been studied extensively (Reis, 2007) by social psychologists. Four
explanations have been proposed for this occurrence: (a) similarities
increase the likelihood one’s opinions and worldviews will be similar and
validate one’s own; (b) people are more likely to expect rejection by
dissimilar people, and expect acceptance from individuals similar to them;
(c) interactions with similar others may be more enjoyable due to shared
interests, preferences and values; and (d) since values and attitudes direct
behaviors, individuals are more likely to encounter others with similar
preferences, values, and abilities. The existence of research suggesting an
increase in attraction or preference towards individuals who hold similarities,
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has implications for a potential decrease in attraction or preference for
relationships with individuals of dissimilar backgrounds. While Reis’ (2007)
explanation highlights attraction to values, attitudes, and activity
preferences, attraction similarity can also be extended to demographic
dimensions that include race, age, and/or gender.
The potential underlying effect of the similarity-attraction premise has
also been investigated in higher education, and a variety of strategies have
been employed to examine the influence of demographic characteristics on
student and faculty interactions. Research conducted by Gehrt et al. (2015)
used teaching evaluations to investigate the effect faculty and student
gender and age similarity had on SFI, when age was defined by faculty rank.
Cohen (2018) used NSSE SFI benchmark ratings to investigate the influence
gender had on the interaction styles of a specific cohort of students in their
freshman and senior-year. Einarson and Clarkberg (2010) used survey data
to explore the relationship between race/ethnicity and SFI on college
outcomes. Their findings suggested, while contact with faculty benefit all
students regardless of race, race/ethnicity does play a role in the influence
of SFI. Williams and Johnsons’ (2019) study of Black women’s relationships
with faculty at a public Historically Black College University (HBCU) found
that full-time Black female FGCS tended to report lower perceptions of their
quality of faculty relationships than their CGCS counterparts. This is an
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example of race, gender, and generation status intersecting in relations to
SFI.
Race and SFI. While the majority of research on SFI has indicated
positive correlations between intellectual and personal growth for college
students (Astin, 1993; Cole, 2011; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005), some
research has revealed variation in the influence of SFI for certain subgroups.
Kim and Sax’s (2009) investigations of the racial, gender, and social class
differences in the influence of SFI across undergraduate student outcomes
found the frequency of SFI differed on most types of SFI over the various
racial subgroups. For example, while Asian American students were more
likely to assist faculty with research, African American students reported the
largest frequency of communicating with faculty and the lowest frequency of
helping with research. Research faculty contact was a predictor positively
associated with college GPA and students’ aspirations of attaining higher
degrees. Kim and Sax (2009) found the association between research with
a faculty and GPA was stronger for Black students, and given the race-based
correlation differences, recommended future research focus on
understanding the context for the differences found in their study.
Cody (2017) investigated the relationship between cultural mistrust
and perceptions of SFI for Black students attending Predominately White
Institutions (PWIs). This study found there was a correlation between
higher levels of mistrust and low perceptions of the interactions taking place
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with faculty. Put differently, the Black undergraduate students who
perceived their faculty to be caring and/or have high approachability,
reported less mistrust. This study implies quality SFIs can help Black
students navigate the higher education landscape where they may be
experiencing a mistrust that can impact their success at PWIs. Other
research affirms this sentiment. Beasley (2020) found a connection between
Black student reporting a sense of cultural fit, caring SFI, and having strong
racial identity and high levels of academic and social engagement on
campus.
Cole’s 2011 research disclosed caring faculty as highly influential in
Black student’s self-concept. This study, analyzing longitudinal data for 460
African American students, set out to explore the extent the GPA of the
students was explained by their intellectual self-concept. The author
denoted one of the most salient findings of this study was Black students’
out-of-class contact with faculty was important in shaping their intellectual
self-concept and academic performance. He concludes an appropriate
amount of faculty support and critique of students’ work, defined by him as
constructive criticism, has the greatest impact on the GPA of Black students.
Cole’s previous research (2007) emphasized the positive impact of having
(a) course-related faculty contact or (b) having a mentoring relationship with
a faculty member on Black students’ self-rated reports of competitiveness,
drive to achieve, and self-concept. Kim and Sax (2009) and Cole’s (2007,
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2011) research suggest the potential existence of contrast between the
experiences of students who identify as Black/African American.
Age and SFI. Research on age and student-faculty interaction has
shifted in focus over the years. Astin and Astin’s (1992) study focused on
the role the age of the faculty played on perceptions of subgroups of
students found the age of faculty and the age of the department (how long
the department had existed) influenced perceived levels of hospitality for
women and minority students. Research conducted by Chang (2005)
investigated SFI for community college students of color and found older
students who had parents with higher levels of education were more likely to
engage with faculty. Because parent education level is used to determine
generation status, Chang’s findings are aligned with research that has found
higher levels of SFI for CGCS.
McCormick et al. (2009) conducted research examining the transfer
student experience and interactions with faculty, campus relationships, and
overall satisfaction. Transfer students are more likely to have nontraditional backgrounds; be of non-traditional age similar to the participants
outlined in this research; and hold non-traditional characteristics, which
include living off campus, working, caring for dependent(s), and balancing
multiple responsibilities. McCormick et al. believe student interaction with
faculty is essential to social integration and overall success.
McCormick et al. (2009) found the existence of a transfer deficit, which
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showed advantages for native students (students who started at that
institution), and some variation among students based on the type of
transfer. Horizontal transfers (students who transferred from institutions,
which do not actually offer bachelors degrees) had slightly greater SFI than
vertical transfers (students who transferred due to academic performance,
dissatisfaction, or financial difficulty), and had greater odds of carrying out
an internship or conducting research with faculty. The researchers explained
their findings reinforced the importance of prioritizing the educational needs
of non-traditional and/or underrepresented students.
Gender and SFI. Research on gender and student-faculty
relationships have evolved over the years with the shifting of student and
faculty gender demographics. The increase in female college entrance rates
(Cho, 2007), coupled with the institutional efforts made to support increases
in the representation of female faculty (Robst et al., 1998), have contributed
to interest about the role gender plays in these relationships.

Studies have

suggested women felt less welcome in institutions, departments, and classes
(e.g., STEM) that lacked women faculty and students and experienced more
perceived hospitality when women faculty were present (Astin & Astin,
1992).
After analyzing NSSE SFI data for a specific student cohort, Cohen’s
(2018) findings suggest a gender difference in faculty interaction styles. In
Cohen’s study, freshman and senior females emailed faculty more frequently
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and more often discussed career plans with faculty. Similarly, Kim and Sax
(2009) found females were more likely to communicate with faculty by email
or in person than males were, and males were more apt to communicate
during class lecture sessions. Overall, their study found statistically
significant gender differences among five out of six different forms of SFI.
For instance, when it came to research-related faculty contact, women were
more likely to participate in research for course credit while males more
frequently reported volunteering or getting paid.
Identities and SFI. Research on SFI and student-teacher
relationships has been investigated in primary and secondary grades as well
as higher education. Overall, the research conducted on K-12 populations
demonstrates student-teacher relationships positively influence engagement
and academic performance, and inversely suggests conflictual studentteacher relationships are related to lower achievement (Crosnoe et al.,
2010). Zimmerman (2018) carried out a study investigating the concept of
female advantage as it related to gender disparities in education, by looking
at race and gender intersections of kindergarten students. Zimmerman
found teachers’ current perceptions of Black girls’ behaviors were more likely
to be influenced by the student’s past behaviors, while teachers of non-Black
girls’ behaviors were not influenced by past behavior. When teachers held a
negative perception of Black girls’ previous behaviors, they were more likely
to have student teacher-conflict with that student, as this study and
34

previous research concludes teacher perceptions of children’s behaviors is a
strong predictor of student-teacher conflict. Zimmerman used theories of
intersectionality to explain the variation between how Black girls, non-Black
girls, and White boys behaviors were perceived. Though research implies
females have an advantage when it comes to education and school
discipline, this study indicated this is not the case for Black girls, who are
actually suspended at higher rates than both aforementioned groups. If the
reasons why Black femininity is more often depicted as being aggressive,
and those depictions influence teacher perceptions of students’ future
behaviors, the notion can be extended that student identities/demographics
effect student-teacher relationships. If student-teacher relationships are
impacted by student identities, it is likely SFI is impacted by college student
identities.
In a New York Times article entitled Professors Are Prejudiced, Too,
Chugh et al. (2014) highlighted the results of their experimental research
sending fictitious student emails to university faculty. Despite the fictitious
student names, which were unambiguous to race and gender identifiers
(e.g., Juanita Martinex, Chang Huang, or Lamar Washington), the emails
were identical requests for guidance and an opportunity to meet with the
faculty member. The researchers saw large faculty response rates with
more than 65% of faculty responding to the emails, and 59% agreeing to
meet with the students. Unfortunately, the analysis revealed professors
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were less responsive to female students and students of color, than they
were to White male students in the majority of disciplines across multiple
university types. Chugh et al. (2018) hypothesized potential bias reductions
in same gender or race identities; however, they reported for example, Black
students emailing a Black professor did not reduce bias. The same levels of
bias existed between same-race and same-gender student-faculty pairs as
existed in student-faculty pairs who did not share race or gender with the
exception of Chinese students who wrote to Chinese professors.
As summarized by Banks et al. (2017), race, gender, and other
markers of identity are at play in every experience a person has and it is
important to “recognize the social consequences of both the privilege and
oppression that faculty and students may face concurrently as the result of
their multiple, intersecting identities” (Banks et al., 2017, p. 134).
Intersectionality, which examines identity as it is related to power, has been
used to highlight institutional structures, which create and reinforce unequal
power relationships. The research by Chugh et al. (2018), which found
gender and race disparities between levels of instructor responsiveness, in
combination with the intersectionality findings of Banks et al. (2017),
generates question and concern for the influence students’ identities may
have on the communication and/or SFI they may experience in institutional
settings.
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Research conducted by Kim and Sax (2009) connotes the existence of
a conditional effect in SFI, which suggests the impact of SFI may differ
based on student identities. Their research acknowledged an existence of
first-generation, gender, and raced-based conditional effects in SFI. These
results imply student characteristics, or socially constructed identities such
as race, age, class, or generation status, can shape the nature of the
relationship between SFI and developmental outcomes. This is a complex
dynamic often overlooked when general effects are investigated alone.
Kim and Saxs’ study demonstrated a need for faculty and university
administrators to pay attention to underrepresented student groups with
regard to the benefits of SFI, which may exist overall due to general effects
(e.g., all students benefit from research-related faculty interaction in respect
to degree aspiration), yet be imbalanced between subgroups due to the
conditional effect (e.g., faculty are more inclined to encourage male and
White students to go to graduate school). Knowledge of the manner in
which SFI differs for students who hold various identities or subgroup
membership may assist faculty in being more purposeful about their
interaction frequency or style.
Institutional Enrollment Size
An additional factor, which may influence student performance, is
school size, as determined by student enrollment (Fitzgerald et al., 2012).
When it comes to high schools, some research supports the position smaller
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schools are more effective in supporting high school students’ needs (Weiss
et al., 2010), while others say moderate-size schools (Slate & Jones, 2008)
or large high schools (Greeney & Slate, 2012) are more ideal for supporting
student achievement. Although the aforementioned studies focused on high
school students, it is equally important to explore the relationship
institutional size may have on engagement, a concept thought to assist with
retention, persistence, and completion. Wood and Ireland’s (2014) study
investigated the role of community college enrollment size on SFI and found
small colleges were correlated to higher SFI than very large colleges.

There

is a shortage of available research referencing the relationship of institution
size and student completion (Godley, 2017); however, there has also been
inconsistency in findings obtained by scholars who have attempted to
investigate the influence of institution size on educational attainment
(Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991).
Astin (1993) found institution size to be a dynamic environmental
factor that shapes college student perception of how student oriented a
faculty member is. Astin considered the increased use of graduate teaching
assistants common in large research-focused institutions, and how this may
inhibit students’ ability to interact with faculty, leaving students with
negative perceptions about faculty support and orientation. Astin’s findings
characterized students’ increased probability of perceiving faculty, who work
in small institutions without the research focus, as student oriented.
38

Likewise, Kuh and Hu (2001) found students attending small, liberal arts
colleges had more frequent in-class and out-of-class interactions with faculty
compared to students at larger institutions. Kim and Sax (2009) believe the
large student-faculty ratios are more likely to exist at large institutions, may
play a role in there being lower SFI at larger institutions.
Zilvinskis and Rocconis’ (2018) investigation of the relationship
between institutional rank and the 10 NSSE engagement indicators found
higher ranking institutional scores were associated with lower institutional
SFI scores. The researchers presumed the implicated negative relationship
between SFI and rank could mean students who attend less competitive
institutions have higher SFI because they need more faculty guidance, or
institutions with higher ranking scores placed more emphasis on research
and less on teaching and learning. Other studies such as Stoecker and
Pascarellas’ (1991) investigation of women’s career attainment found
institutional size was not a significant factor in student’s degree completion.
On the other hand, they did identify a negative relationship between
institution size and social involvement. They believe institutions with larger
enrollments curb students’ ability to integrate socially, which can positively
influence student degree attainment.
Researchers interested in investigating the relationship between
institution size and student completion, as mentioned by Godley (2017),
may be interested in using NSSE institutional-size categorizations.
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According to NSSE (n.d.-c), participating colleges and universities are
grouped based on undergraduate student enrollment sizes (e.g., institutions
with less than 1,000 students are considered very small, institutions with
2,500 or fewer students are considered small, institutions with between
2,501 and 4,999 students are considered medium, institutions with between
5,000 and 9,999 students enrolled are considered large, and institutions with
more than 10,000 students enrolled are considered very large).
Summary
This chapter discussed the literature related to the student
engagement concept. After emphasizing the positive impact of a student’s
close encounters with a faculty member, better known as SFI, this chapter
provided an overview of persistence trends related to the identities of
students who will be the focus of this study. This was followed by a review
of research examining the influence of race, age, and gender on the studentfaculty relationships, and potential effects these particular identities can
have on SFI, which include lower persistence and less frequent and/or
quality interactions with faculty.
This chapter also documented performance differences connected to
student identities such as race, gender, age, and generation status, before
highlighting potential impetus for investigating the relationship between
institutional size and achievement: all variables in this study. Researchers
believe it is important to contemplate how intersectional identities impact
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individual experiences, and this study of the SFI engagement of Black FGCS
of traditional and non-traditional age-groups, contributes to the limited
amount of research on students typically classified in two or more lowpersistence categories.
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Chapter 3
Methods
The purpose of this study was to provide a description of the student
engagement of non-traditional first-generation Black students attending 4year public institutions in the United States. Using the Student-Faculty
Interaction (SFI) NSSE scales of student engagement, this study examined
the relationship between SFI and selected personal characteristics of
traditional and non-traditional, first-generation first and senior-year, Black
students, across various university sizes This chapter includes a review of
the research design, the population and sampling frame, instrumentation,
data collection, procedures, data analysis, and a summary.
Research Design
This study quantitatively examined pre-existing data obtained from the
Center of Postsecondary Research and Planning’s NSSE self-supported
auxiliary unit at Indiana University. Cozby and Bates (2015) describe a
quantitative approach as one which involves numbers and allows for the
statistical analysis of numerical data. Secondary analysis is a cost-effective
and time-efficient research strategy (Cheng & Phillips, 2014), which allows
access to large national data sets that were collected from instruments with
strong psychometric properties (Johnson, 2015). The quantitative approach
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was well suited to address the study’s research questions, which assess the
relationship between two or more variables (Cozby & Bates, 2015).
Population and Sampling Frame
The data source for this study was the NSSE (2017b) survey
respondent data of first-year and senior-year college students. This study
only utilized the responses of Black first-generation college students (FGCS)
attending 4-year public institutions. While the NSSE survey is administered
to students around the world, differences in the education systems of
colleges and universities in other countries could confuse or modify the
results of the study (Beattie et al., 1997). To avoid this, my sample was
confined to institutions in the United States.
There were initially 8,026 student responses in the dataset.
Incomplete responses existed for 176 students who did not answer the
Student-Faculty Interaction questions. The birth year or age, was missing
for 59 students and 3,294 did not respond to the parent education/firstgeneration questions; Institutionally reported sex was missing for two
students in the dataset. These responses were removed from the data set.
After removing all the incomplete responses, the size of the sample included
in analysis was 4,495 individuals.
Instrumentation
The NSSE survey created by the Indiana University Center for
Postsecondary Research “provides a rich source of national data on student
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engagement” (Propkess & McDaniel, 2011, p. 90), and has been used to
measure student engagement levels from randomly selected students at
degree-granting institutions since 2000. Over six million student responses
to the survey have been collected from over 1,600 participating institutions
since the survey was established in 1998 (NSSE, 2019c). The instrument
was designed to evaluate academic and co-curricular institutional
components and to examine overall student satisfaction at the
undergraduate level (Kuh, 2002).
The core survey instrument is comprised of multiple choice and Likertscale questions that help institutions obtain student demographic (i.e., what
is the highest level of education completed by either of your parents [or
those who raised you?] or What is your gender identity?) and engagement
information (i.e., indicate the quality of your interactions with the following
people at your institution, or during the current school year, about how often
have you talked about career plans with a faculty member?). Institutions
have the option to add topical modules to the core survey instrument to gain
additional insight about academic advising, global learning, or inclusiveness
and engagement with cultural diversity. If an institution elects to add the
topical module options, several short Likert-scale questions and multiplechoice questions can be added.
The 2000-2012 NSSE survey was organized to evaluate the effective
educational practices of five benchmarks: (a) level of academic challenge,
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(b) active and collaborative learning, (c) student-faculty interaction, (d)
supportive campus environment, and (e) enriching educational experiences.
NSSE (2014) updated the survey items and organized them into 10
Engagement Indicators (EIs), which were adapted from the previous
benchmarks of educational practice. Now the EIs are organized into four
themes (a) academic challenge, (b) learning with peers, (c) experiences with
faculty, and (d) campus environment. Six items from the preceding
Enriching Educational Experiences benchmark are now separately reported
as High-Impact Practices (NSSE, 2014).
The experiences with faculty theme consists of two particular EIs,
which are Effective Teaching Practices and Student-Faculty Interaction (SFI).
The SFI indicator questions ask during the current school year, about how
often have you done the following? (a) talked about career plans with a
faculty member; (b) worked with a faculty member on activities other than
coursework (committees, student groups, etc.); (c) discussed course topics,
ideas, or concepts with a faculty member outside of class; and (d) discussed
your academic performance with a faculty member. Student response
options consist of very often, often, sometimes, and never.
In 2013 the NSSE survey was updated, and much of the terminology
on the survey was changed or developed in an effort to become inclusive of
both online and traditional learning environments (Dumford & Miller, 2018).
The current NSSE Survey:
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Assesses the extent to which students engage in educational practices
associated with high levels of learning and development. The
questionnaire collects information in five categories: (1) participation
in dozens of educationally purposeful activities, (2) institutional
requirements and the challenging nature of coursework, (3)
perceptions of the college environment, (4) estimates of educational
and personal growth since starting college, and (5) background and
demographic information. (NSSE, 2019b, para. 1)
After the 2013 update, the NSSE survey has had a few minor
additions. For example, prior to 2018, institutions were given the choice to
opt out of the sexual-orientation question. Since 2018, the demographic
sexual orientation question has been included on all surveys (NSSE, 2019b).
Development of the Instrument
In the late 1990s, Edgerton, a previous member of the American
Association for Higher Education, left to invest in educational reform (Kuh,
2009). Edgerton believed a shift was needed to move ideas about collegiate
quality from college rankings, which commonly emphasized resources and
reputation, to evidence of student learning and effective practices. Through
the work of various experts brought together by Edgerton, the idea emerged
that a reliable and valid survey of student behaviors and experiences would
be a useful alternative to rankings (Kuh, 2001). Edgerton worked with Ewell
at the National Center for Higher Education Management System to develop
an instrument for this purpose; several months later a tool of what would
later become the NSSE was developed.
The 2017-2018 NSSE Survey was conducted by the Center for
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Postsecondary Research Center team, out of Indiana University’s School of
Education. See Appendix A for a copy of the 2017 NSSE Survey Instrument.
See Appendix B for permission to reprint the survey instrument.
Validity. NSSE surveys have been conducted for almost two decades
and have been validated in multiple studies (Carle et al., 2009; Pike, 2006).
Porter (2011) raised questions about the validity of university student
surveys, which included a lack of theoretical basis for the survey content,
poor relationships between measures of student engagement and direct
observations of specific behaviors, and difficulties in the response process
were listed among the cited concerns. While Porter (2011) outlined
concerns about student survey completion, Pike’s (2011) research expressed
support for using self-reported data on university students. Pike identified
limitations of previous research suggesting the inappropriateness of selfreport data, explaining those studies primarily relied on correlations with
measures such as test scores. Pike found it appropriate to utilize self-report
data. Similarly, Fosnach and Gonyea (2018) highlighted a reply to Porter’s
(2011) criticisms, made by NSSE researchers who emphasized “the survey
was created for institutional assessment, not for theory building or testing of
a narrow theoretical construct” (p. 64).
Reliability. NSSE created a psychometric portfolio on its website to
share research conducted to ensure the survey was psychometrically sound
(NSSE, n.d.-b). The reliability section is frequently updated to offer research
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briefs on internal consistency, temporal stability, and equivalence aspects of
the survey. For example, the NSSE (2017a) questionnaire’s internal
consistency statistics are available on the website by class year. For the SFI
engagement indicator, Cronbach’s alpha for first-year students was .82 and
for seniors it was .84 (NSSE, 2017a). After obtaining the data for this
research, the sample was audited, and found to have an acceptable internal
reliability (𝛼𝛼 = .847).
Data Collection Procedures
The NSSE instrument is administered by the Indiana University Center
for Postsecondary Research and Planning annually in the spring academic
term (Kuh, 2002). NSSE staff design the survey, administer it, and collect it
from participating institutions. These institutions administer the surveys to
students electronically; however, paper copies or modifications are available
by request (NSSE, 2019b). NSSE uses a third-party survey administration,
which sends customized survey invitations and reminders directly to
students via email or regular mail. In addition to these recruiting methods,
institutions have the ability to post survey links to their student’s learning
management systems or portals. Responses are examined and stored by
NSSE staff based at Indiana University.
The researcher requested specific student-level responses for StudentFaculty Interaction, from NSSE’s Indiana University Center for postsecondary
research and planning, as determined by demographic and FGCS status, and
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enrollment at 4-year public universities in the U.S. After receiving
notification that the study and research design received the Not Human
Subjects Research determination and approval from the Institutional Review
Board (IRB), my institution’s sponsored research office assisted in drafting a
Data User Agreement (DUA) contract with the Post-Secondary Research
Center at Indiana University. See appendix C for a copy of the IRB approval
letter. The sponsored research team deemed it necessary for me to
purchase an encrypted external hard drive with password protection
capabilities for secure data storage, to meet the requirements of the DUA.
My major professor agreed to assist in sending the hard drive to the
information technology office at the conclusion of the study so the device
could be wiped clean and the data destroyed within the contract agreement
dates. After the Western Digital hard drive was obtained and the document
was signed, a $500 invoice was sent to me, which I paid from personal
funds. The NSSE research administrator emailed a password protected
SPSS file of the requested dataset through a secure online portal.
Data Analysis
The statistical analysis for this study used the Statistical Package for
the Social Sciences (SPSS) version 26 software. Analysis of the statistical
tests include descriptive statistics such as means, skewness, kurtosis, and
standard deviations, which were evaluated for all of the variables. A p < .05
significance level was selected to establish significance for inferential
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statistics due to the understanding the closer Cronback’s alpha is to 1.0, the
greater the internal consistency of scale items (Gliem & Gliem, 2003).
Variables
Several variables were examined in this study, these included dependent
and independent variables. The research questions, related variables, and
the statistical tests used for analysis are identified in Table 1.

Table 1
Research Questions, Variables, and Analysis
Research Question

Independent Variable(s)

Analyses Conducted

1. How do student levels of StudentFaculty Interaction (SFI) differ by
the selected personal
characteristics of gender and agegroup (e.g., non-traditional group
and traditional group) for firstgeneration Black college students
attending U.S. 4-year public
institutions?

Gender
(dichotomous categorical)
Age group
(dichotomous categorical)

t tests

2. What is the relationship between
age categories and the perceived
SFI of non-traditional, firstgeneration Black college students
attending U.S. 4-year public
institutions?

Age
(categorical)

ANOVA (and
appropriate post hoc
analysis)

3. What is the relationship between
institutional enrollment size and the
perceived SFI of non-traditional,
first-generation Black college
students attending U.S. 4-year
public institutions?

Institution enrollment-size
(categorical)

ANOVA (and
appropriate post hoc
analysis)

4. How do student gender and age
interact to influence SFI for nontraditional first-generation Black
college students?

Gender
(dichotomous categorical)

Multiple Regression
Analysis

Age
(continuous)
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Dependent Variables. The dependent variable for this study was the
continuous SFI composite score. The composite score was developed by
converting the respondents’ SFI Likert-scale item responses to a 60-point
scale, resulting in values of 0, 20, 40, 60 for never, sometimes, often, and
very often, adding the sum of the four items and dividing it by four (NSSE,
n.d.-a). The resulting SFI EI composite score ranges from 0-60. The scale
frequency data are presented in Table 2.

Table 2
Frequency Distributions and Descriptive Statistics for SFI Item Survey
Questions
SFI- During the
following year, how
often have you:
Discussed your
academic
performance with a
faculty member

Never
n %
16.5%
(742)

Response
Sometimes
n %
41.2%
(1854)

Often
n %
26.9%
(1209)

Very
often
n %
15.4%
(690)

Discussed course
topics, ideas, or
concepts with a
faculty member
outside of class

31.2%
(1404)

37.6%
(1692)

19.4%
(873)

Worked with a faculty
member on activities
other than
coursework

45.1%
(2026)

28.0%
(1257)

Talked about career
plans with a faculty
member

15.8%
(709)

37.0%
(1664)

M

SD

2.41

.938

11.7%
(526)

2.12

.981

15.6%
(699)

11.4%
(513)

1.93

1.029

25.6%
(1152)

21.6%
(970)

2.53

.998

Note. N = 4495
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Independent Variables. The independent variables of this study
were age, enrollment size, gender, non-traditional age categories, nontraditional age group, and traditional age group.
Research question one (How do student levels of SFI differ by personal
characteristics of gender and age group?) was assessed using independent
samples t tests. The institution reported sex (female/male), which was used
to define gender, was presented as a dichotomous categorical value with
females (a value of 0) and males (a value of 1). The age group variable was
presented as a dichotomous categorical variable with traditional students (a
value of 0) and non-traditional students (a value of 1) based on age and
class-year specifications. Researchers are discouraged from comparing first
and senior-year students, because the first year and the senior year are
different educational contexts with different engagement patterns (Gonyea &
Shoup, 2018). To prevent class-year comparisons, the researcher answered
this question in two models: one for first-year students and the second for
senior-year students. T tests are parametric tests of difference requiring
data to meet preconditions such as being normally distributed, being
independent, and have a similar amount of variance within each group being
compared (homogeneity of variance) (Kim, 2015).
Research question two (What is the relationship between age
categories and the perceived SFI of non-traditional, first-generation Black
college students attending U.S. 4-year public institutions?) was answered
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using an analysis of variance (ANOVA), which is well suited for variables with
two or more categories (Healey, 2007). The ANOVA F test assumes the
outcome variable is normally distributed, independently distributed, and has
equal variance among groups; however, “in terms of Type I error, F test
remains a valid and statistical procedure under non-normality in a variety of
conditions” (Blanca et al., 2017, p. 555). Though age is typically reported
as a continuous value, I have chosen to utilize age categories based on
NSSE’s report-builder apparatus categorical designations (NSSE, n.d.-c).
Since this research question only examined the non-traditional group, the
first-year 21-24 years category was altered to exclude the traditional age
students. The non-traditional age categories were presented as categorical
values in years: 21-24, 25-29, 30-39, 40-55, and 56+ for the first-year
student model and 25-29, 30-39, 40-55, and 56+ for the senior-year
student model.
Research question three (What is the relationship between institutional
enrollment size and the perceived SFI of the non-traditional group?) was
also answered using an ANOVA. Enrollment size was presented as a
categorical variable with values for very large, large, medium, and small
institutions. Initially the dataset included five responses from very small
institutions (institutions with fewer than 1,000 students); however, these
schools were collapsed into the small enrollment size category, because
there were not enough cases for data analysis. Tukey’s Honestly Significant
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Difference (HSD) was used for pairwise comparisons of the ANOVA for
questions 2 and 3.
Research question four (How do student gender and age interact and
influence SFI for the non-traditional group?) was assessed using multiple
regression analysis. When correlations are hypothesized to be linear,
multiple linear regression is useful for determining correlations between a
dependent variable and a set of independent variables (Gall et al., 2007).
Prior to running this statistical test, the researcher checked the assumptions
for multiple linear regression. This included inspecting the relationship
between the dependent and independent variables, checking the linearity
through use of a scatter plot, assessing normality through examination of
the skewness and kurtosis, and checking for homoscedasticity by plotting
the predicted values (Flatt & Jacobs, 2019). Multicollinearity was diagnosed
using the Variance Inflation Factor (VIF), and outliers were checked by
examining Cook’s distance and the standardized residuals. To identify and
assess prospective interaction effects between student age and gender, a
continuous age variable was calculated from the student’s birth year and
was presented with the dichotomous categorical gender variable (females =
0 and males = 1). Out of curiosity, the researcher also added the
dichotomous categorical research variable to the model (conducted research
with faculty = 0 and = 1).
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Summary
This study utilized secondary data of first-generation Black college
students who completed the 2017 NSSE survey while attending a 4-year
public institution in the United States. The research design, inclusion
criteria, details about the survey instrument, its development, and validity
and reliability were presented. Chapter Four presents the findings of the
statistical analysis for each of the study’s research questions.
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Chapter 4
Results
The purpose of this study was to provide a description of the student
engagement of non-traditional first-generation Black students attending 4year public institutions in the United States. Using the Student-Faculty
Interaction (SFI) NSSE scales of student engagement, this study examined
the relationship between SFI and selected personal characteristics of
traditional and non-traditional, first-generation first-and senior-year, Black
students, across various university sizes. This chapter presents
characteristics of the sample, overall results of the survey related to each
research question, and a summary of the findings.
The research questions addressed in this study were:
1. How do student levels of Student-Faculty Interaction (SFI) scores
differ by the selected personal characteristics of gender and age-group
(e.g., non-traditional group and traditional group) for first-generation
Black college students attending U.S. 4-year public institutions?
2. What is the relationship between age categories and the perceived SFI
of non-traditional, first-generation Black college students attending
U.S. 4-year public institutions?
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3. What is the relationship between institutional enrollment size and the
perceived SFI of non-traditional, first-generation Black college
students attending U.S. 4-year public institutions?
4. How do student gender and age interact to influence SFI for nontraditional first-generation Black college students?
Characteristics of the Sample
Data for this study included 4,495 Black traditionally and nontraditionally aged, First-Generation College Students (FGCS) attending 4year public institutions in the United States, who took the 2017 National
Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE). The characteristics of the nontraditional respondents are shown in Table 3, which is presented by class
year. As mentioned in Chapter 3, researchers are discouraged from
comparing first and senior-year students because the first-year and the
senior-year are two educational contexts with different engagement patterns
(Gonyea & Shoup, 2018). The data set included more female respondents
(n = 3202, 71.2%) than male respondents (n = 1293, 28.8%). There were
more senior-year respondents (n = 2546, 56.6%) than first-year
respondents (n = 1949, 43.4%), and more traditional students (n = 2949,
65.6%) than non-traditional students (n = 1546, 34.4%).
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Table 3
Characteristics of Non-traditional Respondents Independent Variable
Responses
Characteristic
Gender
Non-traditional Female
Non-Traditional Male

First-year
n

%

Senior-year
n

%

153
66
219

69.8
30.1
100.0

918
409
1327

69.2
30.8
100.0

Age Group

219

100.0

1327

100.0

Institutional Enrollment
Size
Small (1,000-2,500)
Medium (2,500-4,999)
Large (5,000-9,999)
Very Large (10,000 +)
Total
Missing

16
53
78
70
217
2

7.3
24.2
35.6
32.0
99.1
0.9

57
217
412
616
1302
25

4.3
16.3
31.0
46.5
98.1
1.8

Age Categories
21-24
25-29
30-39
40-55
56+
Total

81
40
44
42
12
219

36.9
18.3
20.1
19.2
5.5
100.0

0
356
386
477
108
1327

0
26.8
29.1
36.0
8.1
100.0

Note. Non-traditional respondents n = 1,546 (females plus males)

The ages of the respondents ranged from 16 to 76 years, and the
greatest concentration of non-traditional participants was between the ages
of 21-24 years for first-year students (n = 81, 1.8%) and ages 40-55 years
(n = 477, 10.6%) for senior-year students. A non-traditional student is
defined as an undergraduate first-year student 21 years of age or older, or a
senior student 25 years or older (NSSE, 2020).
The dependent (outcome) variable for this study was the continuous
SFI variable, which was a composite score representing students’ answers to
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four SFI scale items. The minimum SFI score was 0 and the maximum was
60, while the SFI score averaged 24.95 points (SD = 16.342). The
dependent variable descriptive statistics are found in Table 4. The ShapiroWilk and Kolmogorov-Smirnov tests of normality were both p < .001,
suggesting the dependent variable lacked normality.

Table 4
Descriptive Statistics of Dependent Variable SFI Composite Score
Variable
SFI

N

Min

Max

M

SD

SE

95% CI

4495

0

60

24.95

16.342

.244

[24.47, 25.43]

Note. N = 4,495. CI = confidence interval

To further investigate if a normal distribution was present, the
researcher examined the skewness (.519) and kurtosis (-.544) of the
variables. Review of the box plot supported the distribution being skewed
downward, implying students were more likely to say they had a low SFI
rather than a high SFI. Although the data appeared to fall outside the
normal range based on the standardized skewness and kurtosis, a visual test
of normality was conducted by examining the Quantile-Quantile (Q-Q) Plots.
See Figure 1 for the visual representation of the data points on the Q-Q plot,
which appeared to suggest normal distribution. Despite the initial
reservations, the researcher proceeded with the analysis because the
distribution was relatively linear. The one-way ANOVA is robust to the
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normality assumption and tolerates violations to normality (Laerd Statistics,
2018). Also, as Li et al. (2012) explained, in large enough samples the use
of a linear regression technique remains valid even if the dependent variable
violates the normality assumption rule.

Figure 1
Student-Faculty Interaction Quantile-Quantile plot

Research Questions and Results
In this section, the research questions are presented along with the
relevant statistical information.
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Research Question One. How do student levels of Student-Faculty
Interaction (SFI) differ by the selected personal characteristics of gender and
age-group (e.g., non-traditional group and traditional group) for firstgeneration Black college students attending U.S. 4-year public institutions?
Of the 4,495 student respondents, 3,202 were female and 1,293 were
male. Results of an independent samples t test on gender, with equal
variances assumed, indicated there was no statistically significant difference
in SFI for female students (M = 24.76, SD = 16.395) compared to male
students (M = 25.43, SD = 16.205), t(4,493) = -1.250, p = .609.
Two separate t tests were run for the traditional and nontraditional groups based on student class level. For the first-year student
class level, 1,730 were traditional and 219 were non-traditional. The results
of an independent samples t test, with variances assumed, indicated there
was no statistically significant difference in SFI for traditional first-year
students (M = 24.36, SD = 15.765) and non-traditional first-year students
(M = 22.12, SD = 16.498), t(1947) = 1.969, p = .312. These results
indicated, during the first year in college, the SFI for Black FGCS was similar,
despite variation in the two age groups.
For senior-year students, 1,219 were traditional and 1,327 were nontraditional. Results of an independent samples t test, with equal variances
not assumed, indicated there was a statistically significant difference
between SFI for traditional senior-year students (M = 29.69, SD = 16.695)
and non-traditional senior-year students (M = 21.83, SD = 15.750),
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t(2493.074) = 12.188, p < .001, d = .48, indicating a medium effect size.
The average SFI score for traditional senior-year students was 7.86
points higher than the average SFI score for non-traditional senior-year
students. These results indicated traditionally aged Black FGCS selfreported higher SFI than non-traditionally aged students in their senior-year
of college. On average, students who were older in age, were less likely to
report often and very often engagement in the SFI item activities presented
in Table 2.
Research Question Two. What is the relationship between age
categories and the perceived SFI of non-traditional, first-generation Black
college students attending U.S. 4-year public institutions?
The researcher ran two models for non-traditional first-year and nontraditional senior-year students using a one-way analysis of variance
(ANOVA) to compare the SFI scores across age categories. The nontraditional first-year student age categories were: 21-24, 25-29, 30-39, 4055, and 56+ years. There was a statistically significant difference between
groups as demonstrated by the one-way ANOVA (F(4, 214) = 4.043, p =
.004), ηp2 = .070, indicating the existence of a statistically
significant difference in the mean SFI between the age categories. The
descriptive statistics for the non-traditional first-year age categories are
presented in Table 5 and the ANOVA for the non-traditional first-year age
category is presented in Table 6.
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Table 5
Non-traditional First-year Age Category Descriptive Statistics
Age
Category
21-24

n

M

SD

SE

81

25-29

95% CI for mean
Lower Bound
Upper Bound
19.96
27.45

23.70

16.952

1.884

40

29.13

16.404

2.594

23.88

34.37

30-39

44

16.93

15.523

2.340

12.21

21.65

40-55

42

19.88

15.440

2.382

15.07

24.69

56 +

12

15.00

11.871

3.427

7.46

22.54

Total

219

22.12

16.498

1.115

19.93

24.32

Note. n = 219. CI is short for confidence interval

A Tukey HSD post hoc test (utilizing the harmonic mean sample
sizes, because the group sizes were unequal) found the first-year 25-29year-old age category had statistically significantly different SFI scores (p
=.006) than the first-year 30-39-year-old age category.

Table 6
Analysis of Variances Between Non-traditional First-year Age Categories
Source
Between Groups

SS

df

MS

4169.207

4

1042.302

Within Groups

55168.464

214

257.797

Total

59337.671

218

Note. n = 219
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F

p

4.043

.004

The non-traditional senior-year student age categories were: 25-29,
30-39, 40-55, and 56+ years. There was a statistically significant difference
between groups as demonstrated by a one-way ANOVA (F(3, 1323) =
10.773, p < .001), ηp2 = .023, indicating the existence of a statistically
significant difference in the mean SFI between the age categories. The
descriptive statistics for the non-traditional senior-year age categories are
presented in Table 7 and the ANOVA for the non-traditional age category
ANOVA is presented in Table 8.

Table 7
Non-traditional Senior-year Age Category Descriptive Statistics
Age
Category
25-29

n

M

SD

SE

95% CI for mean
Lower Bound Upper Bound
23.78
27.18

356

25.48

16.313

.865

30-39

386

21.96

16.297

.829

20.33

23.59

40-55

477

19.58

14.878

.681

18.24

20.92

56 +

108

19.31

13.334

12.83

16.76

21.85

Total

1327

21.83

15.750

.432

20.98

22.68

Note. n = 1,327. CI is short for confidence interval

A Tukey HSD post hoc test (utilizing the harmonic mean sample
sizes, because the group sizes were unequal) found statistically significant
differences existed between the 25-29 and 30-39 year categories (p =
.011), 25-29 and 40-55 year categories (p = .000), and 25-29 and 56+ year
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categories (p =.002). The largest mean difference existed between the 2529 and the 56+ years categories.

Table 8
Analysis of Variances Between Non-traditional Senior-year Age Categories
Source

SS

df

MS

F

p

7844.058

3

2614.686

10.773

.000

Within Groups

321106.131

1323

Total

328950.188

1326

Between Groups

242.711

Note. n = 1,327

The smallest first-year non-traditional student age category (56+) had
the least number of respondents (n = 12) and the smallest SFI mean score
(M = 15.00). The 21-24 years age category had the largest number of
respondents (n = 81) and the second to largest mean score (M = 23.70),
and the largest mean score (M = 29.13) was held by the 25-29 years age
group. This implies the larger mean scores (increased SFI) were more likely
to be reported by students who were closer to the ages of traditional
students.
Similarly to the first-year non-traditional students, in the senior-year
non-traditional model, the 56+ years category had the least number of
respondents (n = 108) and the smallest SFI mean score (M = 19.31). The
40-55 year age category had the largest number of respondents (n = 477)
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and the second to smallest mean (M = 19.58). The highest mean (M =
25.48) belonged to the 25-29 year age category of respondents (n = 356).
The senior-year non-traditional model implied a negative relationship
between age category and mean SFI score, which means as age increased
SFI decreased. Though the means of each category were not all statistically
significantly different, the mean of the dependent variable decreased as the
independent categorical age variable increased. Older students were less
likely to report high SFI, while younger students, or students closer to the
traditional-age group, appeared to have more frequent interactions with
their faculty.
Research Question Three. What is the relationship between
institutional enrollment size and the perceived SFI of non-traditional, firstgeneration Black college students attending U.S. 4-year public institutions?
A one-way ANOVA was run to compare the SFI scores of nontraditional first-year students, based on institutional enrollment size. The
results of the one-way ANOVA (F(3, 216) = 3.407, p = .019), ηp2= .045,
indicated the existence of a statistically significant difference in the mean
SFI between students based on institutional enrollment size. A Tukey HSD
post hoc test revealed the small enrollment size category statistically
significantly differed from the medium enrollment size category (p = .024)
and the large enrollment size category (p = .011); note, there was a limited
amount of first-year respondents from the small institutional enrollment size
category. The descriptive statistics for the non-traditional first-year
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enrollment size categories are presented in Table 9 and the ANOVA for the
non-traditional enrollment size categories is presented in Table 10.

Table 9
Non-traditional First-year Institutional Enrollment Size Descriptive Statistics
Size

n

M

SD

SE

Small

16

10.31

8.459

2.115

Medium

53

23.58

16.536

2.271

19.03

28.14

Large

78

24.23

17.152

1.942

20.36

28.10

Very Large

70

21.57

16.408

1.961

17.66

25.48

217*

22.19

16.560

1.124

19.97

24.40

Total

95% CI for mean
Lower Bound
Upper Bound
5.80
14.82

Note. n = 217. CI is short for confidence interval. *Institutional enrollment
size was not reported for 2 non-traditional first-year respondents.
Table 10
Analysis of Variances Between Non-traditional First-year Institutional
Enrollment-size Categories
Source

df

MS

F

p

2711.959

3

903.986

3.407

.019

Within Groups

56523.294

213

265.368

Total

59235.253

216

Between Groups

SS

Note. n = 217
A one-way ANOVA was run to compare the SFI scores of nontraditional senior-year students based on institutional enrollment size. The
one-way ANOVA revealed a statistically significant difference existed
between the SFI score of students based on their institutional enrollment
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sizes (F(3, 1301)= 9.413, p <.001), ηp2 = .021. A Tukey HSD post hoc
test revealed statistically significant differences existed between the medium
and large group (p = .012) and medium and very large group (p < .001).
The descriptive statistics for the non-traditional senior-year enrollment
size categories are presented in Table 11 and the ANOVA for the nontraditional enrollment size categories is presented in Table 12.

Table 11
Non-traditional Senior-year Institutional Enrollment-size Descriptive
Statistics
Size

n

Small

M

SD

SE

95% CI for mean
Lower Bound
Upper Bound
19.87
29.25

57

24.56

17.685

2.342

Medium

217

26.27

17.230

1.170

23.96

28.57

Large

412

22.23

15.299

.754

20.75

23.71

Very Large

616

19.96

15.068

.607

18.77

21.15

1302*

21.93

15.790

.438

21.07

22.79

Total

Note. n = 1302. CI is short for confidence interval. *Institutional enrollment
size was not reported for 25 non-traditional senior-year respondents.

In the first-year institutional enrollment size model, the large
institutional enrollment size category had the largest number of respondents
(n = 78) and the largest mean SFI score (M = 24.23). The lowest mean SFI
score (M = 10.31) was held by the small institutional enrollment category (n
= 16). The very large enrollment size category had the second to largest
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number of respondents (n = 70), and the second to lowest mean SFI score
(M = 21.57).

Table 12
Analysis of Variances Between Non-traditional Senior-year Institutional
Enrollment-size Categories
Source
Between Groups

SS

df

MS

F

p

9.413

.000

6906.767

3

2302.256

Within Groups

317460.149

1298

244.576

Total

324366.916

1301

Note. n = 1,302

In the senior-year institutional enrollment size model, the very large
institutional enrollment size category had the largest number of respondents
(n = 616) and the lowest mean SFI score (M = 19.96). The small
institutional enrollment category had the smallest number of respondents (n
= 57) and the second to highest mean SFI score (M = 24.56). The largest
mean score was held by the medium institutional enrollment size category
(M = 26.27); this category had the second to smallest number of
respondents (n =217).
The results from these models suggest first-year and senior-year
students attending medium institutional enrollment sizes (universities with
between 2,500-4,999 student enrollments) are more likely to report a better
SFI. Some may interpret the results of these models to imply Black non69

traditional FGCS are less likely to attend small enrollment size institutions
(universities with less than 2,500 enrollments); however, this would not be
wise as results could be due to small enrollment size institutions not
participating in the NSSE survey.
Research Question Four. How do student gender and age interact to
influence SFI for non-traditional first-generation Black college students
attending U.S. 4-year public institutions?
Multiple linear regression analyses were utilized for this research
question. The dependent variable was SFI and the intended predictor
variables were gender, age, and the gender*age interaction score. Prior to
running the regression analysis, the researcher checked the assumptions of
multiple linear regression. Several studies (Collins et al., 2017; Jones et al.,
2010) found student research engagement with faculty to be a significant
predictor of SFI, so I determined it best to control for this variable. The first
model was run using non-traditional first-year age, gender, research
engagement, and the interaction score as predictors of SFI score. The
regression model (predictors: student age, gender, research engagement,
age*gender) statistically significantly predicted the outcome variable
(Student-Faculty Interaction) for the non-traditional first-year students,
F(4,213) = 7.100, p < .001, adjusted R2= .101. The research engagement
predictor variable was significant (B = 4.581, SE = 1.069, p < .001) and the
1.02 Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) was good, suggesting there were no
issues with multicollinearity in this model (Field, 2009). The age predictor
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(B = -.188, SE = .108, p = .084), the gender predictor (B = 4.321, SE =
6.736, p = .522), and interaction predictor (B = -.071, SE =.202, p = .728)
were not found to be significant, and were not useful predictors of SFI.
The second model was run using non-traditional senior-year age,
gender, research engagement, and the interaction score as predictors of SFI
score. The regression model (predictors: student age, gender, research
engagement, and age*gender) statistically significantly predicted the
outcome variable (Student-Faculty Interaction) for the non-traditional
senior-year students, F(4, 1315) = 29.373, p <.001, adjusted R2= .079.
The age predictor (B = -.159, SE = .046, p =.001) and research
engagement predictor (B = 4.229, SE = .444, p = < .001) were found to be
significant; however, the gender predictor (B = .684, SE= 3.325, p = .837)
and interaction predictor (B = -.005, SE .082, p =.948) were not found to be
significant, and were not useful predictors of SFI. The age predictor’s VIF
was 1.423 and the research engagement predictor’s VIF was 1.020, which
are both good as they suggest multicollinearity was not an issue (Field,
2009).
Engaging in research was a significant predictor for both first-year and
senior-year students. Age was only a significant predictor for senior-year
students. The second model suggests, for every increase in age, the SFI
score decreased by about -.16, with research engagement being held
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constant. The second model also suggested engaging in research with
faculty increased SFI by 4.2 points, when age was held constant.

Table 13
Results for Non-traditional First-year SFI Regression Analysis
Unstandardized Coefficients
Variable
Constant

β

Standardized Coefficients

SE(β)

Beta

t

p

VIF

3.962

.000

17.845

4.504

Gender

4.321

6.736

.120

.641

.522

8.429

Research

4.581

1.069

.279

4.287

.000

1.020

Age

-.188

.108

-.133

-1.735

.084

1.423

Age*Gender

-.071

.202

-.065

-.349

.728

8.431

Note. n = 219. Significant at p < .05 level. VIF = variance inflation factor.

Table 14
Results for Non-traditional Senior-year SFI Regression Analysis
Unstandardized Coefficients
Variable

β

SE(β)

18.549

2.132

.684

3.325

Research

4.229

Age
Age*Gender

Constant
Gender

Standardized Coefficients
Beta

t

p

VIF

8.699

.000

.020

.206

.837

13.571

.444

.253

9.525

.000

1.014

-.159

.046

-.111

-3.460

.001

1.462

-.005

.082

-.006

-.065

.948

14.056

Note. n = 1327. Significant at p < .05 level. VIF = variance inflation factor.
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Summary
This chapter presented the statistical analysis used to address the
study’s four research questions. The research examined Student-Faculty
Interaction for first-year and senior-year Black FGCS attending 4-year public
institutions in the United States, based on their 2017 NSSE survey results.
Independent samples t tests were conducted to analyze the gender
differences in SFI mean between traditional and non-traditional age
students. No statistically significant differences were found. Independent t
tests were also conducted to analyze differences in SFI mean between
traditional and non-traditional students based on their class year. There was
no statistically significant difference found for first-year traditional and nontraditional age students. There was a statistically significant difference in
mean SFI for senior-year students, with traditional age students having
higher SFI.
An ANOVA was conducted to analyze the relationship between SFI and
categorical student age for the non-traditional first-year and senior-year
students as well as categorical institutional enrollment size. According to the
one-way ANOVA analysis and Tukey HSD post hoc comparisons, there were
some statistically significant differences between some of the age and
enrollment size categories for first-year and senior-year students.
A standard multiple regression was used to determine the predictive
nature of student age, gender, engagement in research, and the interaction
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of age and gender for SFI in non-traditional first-year and senior-year
students. The models were both significant; however, the interaction score
was not a significant variable for both the first-year and senior-year models.
For the first-year model, research engagement was a significant predictor.
For the senior-year model, age and research engagement were significant
predictors.

74

Chapter 5
Summary, Conclusions, Implications, and Recommendations
The purpose of this study was to provide a description of the student
engagement of non-traditional first-generation Black students attending 4year public institutions in the United States. Using the Student-Faculty
Interaction (SFI) National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) scales of
student engagement, this study examined the relationship between SFI and
selected personal characteristics of traditional and non-traditional, firstgeneration first-year and senior-year, Black students across various
university sizes. This chapter includes a summary of the study, conclusions
related to the research questions, implications, and recommendations for
future research.
Summary of the Study
This study quantitatively examined pre-existing student engagement
data purchased from the Center of Postsecondary Research and Planning’s
NSSE self-supported auxiliary unit at Indiana University. Intersectionality
was utilized as a framework to understand the relationship between the the
various independent variables and the outcome variable (SFI). I acquired
the 2017 survey respondent data for Black first-generation college students
(FGCS) attending 4-year public institutions. After removing incomplete and
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missing responses, the remaining sample size was 4,495. Statistical
Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) version 26 software was used to
statistically analyze the data to answer the following questions:
1. How do student levels of Student-Faculty Interaction (SFI) scores
differ by the selected personal characteristics of gender and age-group
(e.g., non-traditional group and traditional group) for first-generation
Black college students attending U.S. 4-year public institutions?
2. What is the relationship between age categories and the perceived SFI
of non-traditional, first-generation Black college students attending
U.S. 4-year public institutions?
3. What is the relationship between institutional enrollment size and the
perceived SFI of non-traditional, first-generation Black college
students attending U.S. 4-year public institutions?
4. How do student gender and age interact to influence SFI for nontraditional first-generation Black college students?
Conclusions
The conclusions of this study’s findings are discussed in this section by
research question.
Research Question One. How do student levels of Student-Faculty
Interaction (SFI) differ by the selected personal characteristics of gender and
age-group (e.g., non-traditional group and traditional group) for firstgeneration Black college students attending U.S. 4-year public institutions?
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This study did not find gender differences. SFI was very similar for the
male and female students in this study, which is different from the research
findings of Johnson (2018) who found Black female students had higher
levels of SFI than Black male students. The research of Wheatle et al.
(2016) and Harper et al. (2004) found Black female students experience less
faculty interaction than their Black male peers, across the various types of
interactions faculty have with students. My findings also differed from
research by Kim and Sax (2009) and Cohen (2018), which found frequency
of SFI varied by student gender across the different types of SFI (i.e., email
interactions, in class interactions, social interactions, research interactions,
etc.). The differences in findings may be the result of the aforementioned
studies investigating the relationship between gender and the individual SFI
indicators and types, whereas this study utilized a SFI composite score,
which is an estimation of the SFI indicators. The different findings could also
be due to my study controlling for generation status, which implies the Black
FGCS men and women who completed the 2017 NSSE had similar
experiences with SFI.
For first-year students, SFI was similar between the traditional and
non-traditional student group. For senior-year students, on the other hand,
SFI was higher for the traditional-age group of students than the nontraditional age group of students. This was expected as previous research,
such as that carried out by Rabourn et al. (2018), who found adult students
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(non-traditional students) were less likely to participate in SFI than their
traditionally aged peers.
Research Question Two. What is the relationship between age categories
and the perceived SFI of non-traditional, first-generation Black college
students attending U.S. 4-year public institutions?
Research question two examined the relationships between age
categories and SFI. The SFI scores for non-traditional senior-year age
categories had mixed results. Some age-categories demonstrated similar
results, while others had differing results. The younger student age
categories had higher SFI scores compared to the older age categories.
Specifically, the 25-29 year age category had higher SFI scores than all
other age categories. The 30-39 year age category was much lower than
the 25-29 year age category. It appears the youngest age category of
senior-year non-traditional students was closest to the traditionally aged
students who had the highest SFI scores.
Although a review of literature was unable to identify a surplus of
studies reporting findings from an examination of SFI by age categories,
these results were expected as they align with other research findings on
categorical age and SFI. NSSE’s report builder apparatus (n.d.-c), which
draws from the database of NSSE respondents, similarly reported a negative
relationship between age and SFI for the for the 2017 national U.S. survey.
For the first-year Black FGCS participants in the U.S. NSSE, the 20-23 year
age category had the highest mean (25.9) and the largest number of
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respondents (n = 6503), while each subsequent category decreased in mean
SFI. For the senior-year Black FGCS participants in the U.S. 24-29 age
category, the mean (26.5) was higher than all of the subsequent categories
with the 56+ years category having the lowest mean (18.1).
Previous research has demonstrated older/non-traditional students
typically report less SFI (Rabourn et al., 2018). Despite these findings,
Rabourn et al. purported, although adult learners had fewer interactions with
peers and faculty, they were still receiving academic rigor. Adult learners
may not require the mentoring and support from faculty that traditional
students need, and “may be more successful at navigating their own paths
for academic success than traditional-aged students” (Rabourn et al., 2018,
p. 31).
Research Question Three. What is the relationship between institutionalenrollment size and the perceived SFI of non-traditional, first-generation
Black college students attending U.S. 4-year public institutions?
For non-traditional first-year students, there were differences in SFI
based on institutional-enrollment sizes. The small institutional-enrollment
size SFI score was lowest, and it differed from the medium and large
institutional-enrollment size categories. The large institutional-enrollment
size category had the highest SFI. The very large institutional enrollment
size had lower SFI scores than all other categories except for small. This
was contrary to previous research, which found small size institutions to
have higher levels of SFI (Woods & Ireland, 2014); however, in this study
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the SFI was low and there was a very small number of respondents from the
smallest enrollment-size category (the small category was a combination of
small and very small institutions). This could indicate there were only a few
Black FGCS who attended small enrollment-size institutions, or there was a
limited number of small enrollment-size institutions who participated in the
2017 NSSE.
For non-traditional senior-year students, the medium institutional
enrollment-size category had the highest SFI scores. The medium
institutional enrollment-size SFI scores differed from those of the large and
very large categories. The very large institutional enrollment-size category
had the lowest SFI scores, with the largest number of respondents.
For both first-year and senior-year students, the medium institutional
enrollment-size appeared to have fairly high SFI scores. These findings are
slightly supportive of the findings from Wood and Irelands’ 2014 research.
Their study of community college student engagement found higher levels of
SFI at small and medium size colleges, in comparison to colleges in the very
large size category, which were similar for the non-traditional senior-year
students in my study.
Astin (1993) found a correlation between faculty being perceived as
student-oriented and small size institutions, which were not strongly
oriented towards research. This may offer insight as to why a medium size
institution may have higher SFI scores than a larger (or very large)
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enrollment-size institution, which is more likely to have a strong research
emphasis.
Research Question Four. How do student gender and age interact to
influence SFI for non-traditional first-generation Black college students
attending U.S. 4-year public institutions?
For non-traditional first-year respondents, similarities existed across
the predictor variables (age, gender, research engagement, age*gender).
While research engagement was a good predictor of SFI for both first-year
and senior-year respondents, age was also a good predictor of SFI for the
non-traditional senior-year students, although it only contributed to a small
amount of predictability. The research engagement predictor findings are
aligned with previous research, which found student research related to the
faculty interaction variable (whether it be an act of volunteerism, course
credit, or for pay) to have an unique predictive power (Kim & Sax, 2009).
Kim and Saxs’ study also found, while relationships between researchrelated faculty contact and student outcomes were significantly and
positively associated with GPA for all of the racial groups represented in the
study, it was stronger for African American students than for Asian American
or Latino students. Other studies, such as one by Einarson and Clarkberg
(2010), found African American students were the least likely to report
having worked with faculty on research projects. After Buckley et al. (2008)
research findings concluded proportionately “fewer first-generation students,
under-represented minorities, and women engaged in undergraduate
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research as compared to their counterparts” (p. 19), the researcher
emphasized more efforts need to be undertaken to ensure all students have
equal opportunities to reap the multiple benefits attached to mentored
research experiences.
SFI scores for the Black FGCS respondents in this study were
comparable to those in other studies. Research utilizing the NSSE
instrument, typically report low SFI scores. Zilvinskis and Rocconis’ (2018)
study using a national 2013 NSSE dataset of 80,000 students also revealed
low SFI scores. Although only 6% of the participants in that study identified
as Black, and only 35% were FGCS, their mean SFI scores were 19.81 for
first-year students and 23.9 for senior-year students.
Implications
Although this study did not specifically find gender differences in SFI
scores, other researchers did find some gender differences in interactions
with faculty (Cohen, 2018). Therefore, faculty members may wish to be
mindful of interactions with students across gender and/or gender identity.
Because traditionally aged students and those closest to traditional
ages had the highest SFI scores, there is an implication faculty are more
likely to interact with younger students. It is possible faculty are more
comfortable or intentional about interacting with students who are closer to
traditional-age groups, or students closer to the traditional-age groups, have
more interest or availability to participate in formal or informal interactions
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with faculty. Regardless of the reason for the decreased interaction, faculty
should be conscious of their interactions with older students and those with
non-traditional characteristics (e.g., having one or more dependents, being a
single caregiver, attending school part time, or being employed full time as
described by Brock (2010). Although some older students may not desire,
or have the time for, the additional SFI, institutions and faculty should be
mindful about how they interact with all of their students so older students
do not feel they are experiencing exemptions due to discrimination (i.e.,
ageism).
There is an opportunity for faculty to be more intentional and strategic
about interacting with their older students outside of the required classroom
activities. Institutions, administrators, and faculty could consider providing
more opportunities for students of all ages to engage in research activities
as it is a great predictor of SFI, which is correlated with positive student
outcomes.
Previous research (Rabourn et al., 2018; William & Johnson, 2019) has
demonstrated non-traditional students are less likely to interact with others
on campus (both peers and faculty). Since SFI is linked positively to
increased leadership capacity and sense of belonging (Komives et al., 2011;
Miller et al., 2017), it is important for institutions and administrators to help
faculty prioritize identifying strategies to ensure all non-traditional students
have an equal opportunity to interact with faculty.
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Since research engagement is a significant predictor of SFI, institutions
and faculty could attempt to identify occasions to increase research
engagement for non-traditional Black FGCS. This may require institutions to
provide incentives for faculty to make themselves available to work with
these students.
In this study, very large enrollment-size institutions did not have high
SFI scores. Institutions in this category may need to educate faculty about
the importance of SFI for Black FGCS and explore possible structural
characteristics, which may decrease opportunities for these interactions.
There has been a limited amount of research conducted on students who
hold the triple intersections of race, generation status, and age such as the
Black, first-generation, traditional and non-traditional aged students who
were the focus of this study. SFI, the dependent variable in this study, was
highly influential for college outcomes, and has the potential to assist in
providing universities and administrators with information to improve
student experiences.
Findings from this research study contribute to the paucity of student
engagement research on undergraduate students who are triple
characterized as first-generation, non-traditional, and students of color. In
this study, intersectionality was used to examine how personal
demographics (i.e., age, gender) and institution size effect levels of SFI
engagement for Black FGCS. Intersectionality is a powerful analytical tool
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for making sense of how individuals and groups experience systems of
privilege and oppression (Shin et al., 2017). This intersectionality
framework equips researchers with tools to recognize the identities of
students (race, gender, age, etc.) are not mutually exclusive and should be
viewed as an individual constituency, rather than individual categories that
can be separated or compartmentalized for examination.
Although the findings of this study were unable to demonstrate an
interaction between age and gender for Black FGCS, the results are aligned
with previous research, which found lower SFI engagement for older
students (Rabourn et al., 2018). All of the students in this study were Black
and FGCS, so the findings were unable to illustrate how students at the
intersections of race and generation status may experience differences in
SFI. However, intersectionality research (Crenshaw, 2016) informs my
understanding that a student’s possession of certain identities can relegate
their vulnerability to discrimination. Student identities and intersections
shape their experiences of student engagement, and since student
engagement is linked to persistence and positive student outcomes, it should
be better understood for Black, first-generation, traditional and nontraditional aged students.
Recommendations for Future Research
The following are recommendations for future research.
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1. This study only examined student perceptions of SFI. Future
studies could consider the perceived faculty ratings of SFI.
2. The current study was delimited to Black FGCS. Future research
could consider including White and continuing-generation students
so comparisons can be made with FGCS.
3. This study focused on the experiences of students who identified as
Black and non-Hispanic on the NSSE demographic survey. Future
studies could consider including students with a wider array of
demographics, such as those Black students who are multiracial
and/or Hispanic.
4. While this study only utilized the 2017 NSSE survey responses,
there is an opportunity for future research to examine SFI for Black
students across a decade to identify possible trends over time.
5. Researchers interested in reproducing this study could consider
investigating the influence of additional variables, such as online
learning, on SFI for this population of students.
6. Future researchers could consider examining SFI trends for Black
non-traditional FGCS at Predominately White Institutions and
Historically Black College Universities (HBCU).
7. Researchers may also consider studying the relationship between
SFI and generation status (first or continuing, as determined by the
student’s parent education) for students attending a HBCU.
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8. There is an opportunity for future studies to focus on the
relationship between student and faculty gender (i.e., male faculty
members with female students vs. male students) and SFI for Black
FGCS.
9. Beginning in 2017, NSSE instruments ask all students a genderidentity question (NSSE, 2017b). Future research could use the
gender-identity question for a more in-depth study of the
relationship between SFI and gender identity and/or preferred
gender pronouns (she, he, they, etc.).
10. Future studies could utilize a non-traditional student definition
based on the social roles (i.e., spouse, parent, care-giver, workers)
to investigate the relationship between non-traditional social role
status and SFI (e.g., a single mother who also has a job,
has the social roles of a parent and/or worker in addition to being
a student).
11. Qualitative interview research could be considered to capture the
non-traditional FGCS experiences related to SFI to provide
additional in-depth information not obtained through the NSSE.
12. Additional research on very small and small institutional-enrollment
size is warranted since this study had very few institutions in these
categories. Perhaps in-depth research on individuals who fall in the

87

Black non-traditional FGCS in these two categories would provide
needed information on SFI in relation to institutional size.
13. Researchers studying SFI could consider requesting the NSSE
dataset for all Black student respondents, so SFI comparisons can
be made between first-generation and continuing-generation status
students.
14. Researchers could consider investigating differences between
parents’ education level for FGCS (i.e., no diploma, H.S. diploma,
associate’s degree, etc.) and SFI.
15. This study attempted to explore how gender and age interact and
influence SFI for Black FGCS. Future research could continue to
examine SFI for Black students who hold a variety of intersecting
identities (i.e., race, age, ability, sexual orientation, etc.).
16. Administrators and universities could consider developing training
and programming to educate faculty about the value of and trends
related to SFI.
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